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Side-by-Side: 
The Importance of Unity 
Military Images from Philippians 
 

In Ephesians, Paul ends his epistle by 

speaking about putting on the armor of God 

that we might stand against the devil’s 

schemes. As Christians, we have an enemy 

and there is a battle raging. Once we learn that Philippi was a military town with both retired and active men 

stationed there, and the book of Philippians uses several military terms, it gives one a whole new perspective of 

the book. I am grateful for Dennis Johnson’s commentary on Philippians in the Reformed Expository Series for 

pointing that out.1 
 

Viewing Philippians and the previous books using a military motif helps to organize in one’s mind their contents. 

Galatians – the gospel, what we are fighting for; Ephesians – you are in the army now: 1) you are drafted (chosen 

by God, or more theologically stated, election);  2) let me introduce you to your comrades in arms, both Jews 

and Gentiles (you are going to have to learn how to get along and work as a unit, one body under Christ, the 

head; 3) speaking of leaders, let me introduce you to the officers under the command of Christ (apostles, 

prophets, evangelists, pastor-teachers); 4) then there is conduct for the followers of Christ, and finally 5) closing 

with the armor and weapons of our warfare. Once you begin to read Philippians, key elements in waging a 

successful campaign in the spiritual warfare that we are called upon to be engaged in begin to surface in the 

text. We will be focusing upon at least four in this series: 1) courage 2) unit cohesion 3) the battle is the Lord’s 

and 4) morale. 
 

Last week, we examined courage. Courage and cowardice are all about duty. Courage is doing one’s duty when 

the going gets tough. Cowardice is a failure to do one’s duty. Courage can only be discovered amid the fray. 

Worked up “courage” before hand is not courage. It is bravado. The brave seldom realize their bravery in the 

moment of crisis. They are too busy doing their duty. 
 

Paul wrote about courage in Philippians in the first chapter. “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be 

ashamed; but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by 

life or by death” (Phil. 1:20). What was he seeking courage for? As a prisoner awaiting trial for his faith, Paul was 

desirous of steadfastness if he is sentenced to death and in the hour of execution. He was confident that the 

Lord would give him the needed strength.  
 

Today, we will focus upon unity, and the importance of working together. This theme, like a vine, stretches its 

tendrils throughout the book, but is especially the focus of Philippians chapter two. To work together well, one 

must subsume individual interests and aims under the interests of others. Jesus is set forth as the supreme 

example. He worked in concert with the two other persons of the Godhead to accomplish His mission. Jesus 

willingly laid down His life upon the cross to redeem His people. 

 

In considering this theme of standing side by side, we will also discover a pet peeve of the apostle Paul, 

something that provoked him, i.e. “those who preach Christ out of envy and rivalry” (Phil. 1:15). Have you ever 

wondered what Paul is talking about here? Philippians chapter two will make it clear. 
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You might think a message on the Christian warfare does not seem fitting for Mother’s Day. However, there is a 

message for the home as well. What mother likes “sibling rivalry” in her home among her children? Who likes to 

hear fighting between children and teens who are brothers and sisters? Children need to know that life is not 

centered upon them. Parents are not servants to give them what they want. A more beneficial aim than 

entertaining one’s children and giving them a “good” childhood, is to teach them to get along with their siblings, 

to work together in contributing to the welfare of the home (chores and responsibilities), and to learn to care for 

each other. There is more in this message than you would think.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1. Exhortation to Unity 
 

Paul, in chapter one, was speaking about his fond memories of the saints in Philippi, his suffering and the 

encouragement he received from God (the Holy Spirit) while imprisoned. He now switches to the comfort God 

was giving them.  Then he goes on and says, you know what would make my day? It would be if you all got 

along. 
 

[Best Mother’s Day gift you could give to Mom – love your brothers and sisters. It would make her day if you got 

along and were best of friends, helping each other]. Same in the church, with your Christian brothers and sisters. 

Nothing grieved the heart of Paul more (nor the heart of God more) than Christians fighting among themselves. 
  
Philippians 2:1–4 

 

1 If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if 
any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any 
tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by 
being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 
purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but 
in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you 
should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests 
of others. 
 

 

If you have any: encouragement, comfort, 
fellowship, tenderness, compassion 
 

   (coming from Christ & the Holy Spirit)  
 

Then, make my joy complete. 
 

Make your mindset the same as mine: 
 

• Don’t be so self-centered and 
selfish 

• Don’t be a glory hound (like the 
guy who hogs the ball in 
basketball and hasn’t learned to 
play as a team) 

• Think about others 

• Life is not all about you 
 

Consider others better than yourself 
Think about the interests of others 
 

Outline  

 

1. Exhortation to Unity 

2. Enemy of Unity 

Paul’s Pet-Peeve 

3. Examples of Unity 

a. Christ 

b. Timothy 

c. Epaphroditus 

4. Lessons 
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2. Enemy of Unity 
Paul’s Pet-Peeve – I never saw this, until I connected Phil. 1:15–18 with Phil. 2:1–4. 
 

The word the NIV translates into English as “selfish ambition” is the same in Greek. It means “{selfishness, selfish 

ambition, selfish rivalry.” Couple that word with “vain conceit” in Philippians 2:3 and you have a proud person 

who thinks life revolves around him. Now that Paul was in prison, it was their opportunity to shine, to be the next 

Paul, 
 

Paul did not strive to be prominent. His goal was to make Christ preeminent. Paul made this known in his epistle 

to the Colossians, when he wrote, 
 

And he [Christ] is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; that 
in all things he might have the preeminence. (Col 1:18 KJV) 

 

Paul despised those who serve Christ to use it as a platform to be in the limelight.  
 

Now Paul was in the limelight of his day. He was known and loved by Christians throughout the world. Yet, that 

is not why he served Christ. Ministry was not about Paul; it was about Christ. Paul will state later in the book of 

Philippians that he was content in whatever state he was in. He could be praised or cursed; it did not matter!  He 

lived for Christ, not the affirmation of man. 
 

Back to the mother–child imagery. What is one reason children act up? Answer, in many cases to get attention. 

They want to be the center of attention. Sometimes children seek control over their parents, the battle of the 

wills, and sometimes they succeed with their parents being manipulated by the cunning of a little child. Some 

people never grow up. They continue to seek attention and exert their power over others. It is “their way, or the 

highway,” and they can make an ugly scene if they do not get their own way. Could this happen in a church? 

Have you ever heard of church fights, where an antagonist wants his own way? Consider Diotrephes in 3 John 

9. 
 

Could this happen in warfare? Ever hear of Benedict Arnold? Brilliant, bold, courageous, and decisive, but 

insubordinate. He was full of himself. Though, he saved the day at Saratoga, a loose canon often works against 

the coordinated effort of the whole. Benedict Arnold soured on the patriot cause when he did not get the attention 

that he craved. Doesn’t that sound like what happens when there is discord in a family? Sibling rivalry is about 

getting attention. What has not been corrected in childhood, often manifests itself later in adult years. 

 

Paul stressed unity earlier in chapter one. 
 

Philippians 1:27 Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. 

Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm 

in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel  
 

The idea conveyed in the underlying Greek is to “stand firm 1) in one spirit, 2) as one man, 3) fighting together 

with, i.e. – side by side. In ancient warfare, when armies in battle formation faced each other and advanced, a 

breach in your line could spell defeat. Some one needed to go and stand in the gap. Fighting together side by 

side they formed a wall. Teamwork was needed.  
 

A father, seeking to show his sons the power of combined strength asked each of his four sons to give him an 

arrow. He tied them together and asked the oldest son to break them. He could not do it. None of them could. 

Then he untied the arrows and gave one to his youngest son who was easily able to break it in two. The father 

wisely said that strength is not found in the number of people you have. The strength is found in the people 

standing together. Unity is the key! 
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Philippians 1:15–18 
 
15 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but 
others out of goodwill. 16 The latter do so in love, knowing that I 
am put here for the defense of the gospel. 17 The former preach 
Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they 
can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. 18 But what does it 
matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from 
false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I 
rejoice. Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 
 

 

Now read this perplexing passage.  
 

Those preaching Christ out of envy and 
rivalry . . . out of selfish ambition are not 
preaching a false gospel.  
 

If they were preaching a false gospel, 
Paul would deal as directly with them as 
he did with the perverters of the gospel in 
the book of Galatians. 
 

These true, gospel preachers were 
causing strife because to build oneself up, 
the tendency is to pull others down. 
 

Paul hatred such vain glorious nonsense.  
 

Paul’s aim was to build the church up, to 
encourage each other to work together for 
the sake of the gospel. 
 

The enemy is not our brother or sister in 
Christ – it is the world, the flesh, and the 
devil. 
 

We need to stand up to the enemy, and 
not fight ourselves! 
 

 

3. Example of Unity – Christ 
Philippians 2:5–11 

 

5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  
 
6 Who, being in very nature God,  
          did not consider equality with God something to be grasped,  
7 but made himself nothing,  
          taking the very nature of a servant,  
          being made in human likeness.  
8 And being found in appearance as a man,  
          he humbled himself  
          and became obedient to death 
          -- even death on a cross!  
9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place  
          and gave him the name that is above every name,  
10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,  
          in heaven and on earth and under the earth,  
11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,  
          to the glory of God the Father. 

  

 

Christ was not arrogant or proud. 
 

He was characterized by humility and 
obedience and living for others. 
 
Most people are willing to help if it does 
not cost them much. It was no so with 
Christ. He gave His all in dying for 
sinners! 
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Therefore, the lesson  – Philippians 2:12–18 
 
12 Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not 
only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue 
to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God 
who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. 
14 Do everything without complaining or arguing, 15 so that you may 
become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a 
crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in 
the universe 16 as you hold out the word of life--in order that I may 
boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing. 17 
But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 
sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice 
with all of you. 18 So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.  
 

 

Therefore 

• Acknowledge that it is God who is 
at work in you (Give God the 
credit) 

• Do not complain  

• Do not argue (Phil 4:2,3) 

• Rejoice in suffering, our life has 
not been in vain 

 

Further Examples – Philippians 2:19–30 
 

19 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also 
may be cheered when I receive news about you. 20 I have no one 
else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. 21 For 
everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 
22 But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a 
son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 
23 I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go 
with me. 24 And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come 
soon.  
 

 

The example of Timothy 
 

• He takes a genuine interest in 
your welfare (he thinks of others) 

 

 
25 But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my 
brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your 
messenger, whom you sent to take care of my needs. 26 For he 
longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 
27 Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, 
and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon 
sorrow. 28 Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that 
when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less 
anxiety. 29 Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men 
like him, 30 because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking 
his life to make up for the help you could not give me.  
 

 

The example of Epaphroditus 
 

• He has a true servant’s heart 

• He risks his live for others 

 

4. Lessons 
  

Philippians 3:17–19 17Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live 
according to the pattern we gave you. 18 For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, 
many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their 
glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things.  
 

There was a problem in Philippi that Paul needed to address. Disunity. People clamoring for a place of 
prominence rather than service. Sometimes people end up causing division in a church for trivial issues. We do 
not know what Euodia and Syntyche disagreed about in Philippians 4:1. If it happened today, it could be over 
the color of the carpet in the sanctuary. People disagree. People get disaffected. People cause divisions that 
disrupt the unity of a church. 
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Envy often plays a part. Division can develop in this way 
 

• I like to be liked by those whom I like 

• That is why I am loyal to the one I like 

• Others seem to be favored more than me – envy! 

• He probably does not like me – disaffection sets in! 

• I do not like him  

• Strife sets in as the one I formerly liked, I no longer like and now oppose. 
 

In a church, the disaffected should not be ignored. It is a smoldering fire that can destroy a church. In a church 
it must be lovingly dealt with and reconciliation gained. If such is not possible, loving church discipline must take 
place.  The one disrupting the harmony of the church must be expelled before destructive fires flare up and 
destroy the work of God. 
 

In war, traitors are shot. Division, disloyalty, and insubordination MUST be dealt with for the sake of the whole. 
 

In the home, little tyrants should be taught that sometimes they will have to do what they do not want to do, and 
that life does not revolve around them. By example, teaching, and discipline the lesson plan for nurture of children 
should include teaching them to be responsible, hard-working, and respectful of others, including their brothers 
and sisters. 
 

Working together and unity is a MAJOR theme in the Bible and touches upon many areas of life. It is an essential 
trait of those who succeed in the spiritual warfare. Satan loves to divide and conquer.  
 

Scripture tells us that we are in a battle. So, far two things needed to advance the gospel – 1) courage 2) to work 
together with other Christians in a local church. We need the support and encouragement of our brothers and 
sisters in Christ and we need to be looking how we can minister to others in our church family. Next week – the 
battle is the LORD’s. 


